THE  ENGLISH  RENAISSANCE

London theatres. Clandestine performances appear to have
taken place, but it was not until the last years of the
Protectorate that Cromwell, who was not nearly so strait-
laced as most of his supporters, allowed some semi-public
performances to be organised by Sir William Davenant,
Shakespeare's godson.

The most important of the younger poets of this period,
John Milton, was neither a "metaphysical", nor a courtier of
the tribe of Ben, nor a dramatist of the school of Fletcher. He
was the son of a substantial citizen of Elizabethan London
who had some ability as a musician and writer of verse. The
household of John Milton the elder was apparently Puritan,
Anglican, tolerant, and humanistic, an unusual but not an
impossible combination in the reign of James I. The young
Milton was originally designed for the Church, but at an early
age dedicated himself to the production of the great English
Poem with the fervour of a young Hannibal consecrating his
life to the overthrow of Rome. It speaks volumes for the
civilisation of early seventeenth-century England that the
elder Milton, a quiet, undistinguished citizen, should not
merely have acquiesced in this plan, but willingly provided
the necessary funds for its accomplishment. After leaving
Cambridge Milton spent seven years in studious- retirement
in Buckinghamshire, acquiring a truly immense erudition.
He crowned this magnificent education by a "Grand Tour5'
in France, Switzerland and Italy. He was designing to visit
Sicily and Greece when the Civil War threatened to break
out and he returned to England, because he "thought it base
to be travelling for pleasure" when his "countrymen were
fighting for liberty at home33. His early poems (first collected
in 1645) are a series of brilliant experiments in English,
Latin and Italian verse, which he wrote with almost equal
facility. In the English poems there are only slight traces of
"metaphysical" influence. The young Milton's tendency is to
go back behind Donne to Spenser and the Elizabethans, to
the Italians and to the classics. In VAllegro and // Penseroso
the exquisite taste and culture of a scholar-courtier are
combined with a freshness and a fragrance that recall Herrick
and Walton. Comas is a Caroline masque (the form of enter-

104